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REAL-TIME FINANCIAL CARD APPLICATION SYSTEM 

Inventors: Gordon Cotter Cunningham 
This application is a continuation of U.S. Patent Application 08/635,334 filed April 
19, 1996, which is incorporated herein by reference. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates generally to online financial systems for completing 
various financial transactions. Particularly, the present invention relates to an online, real- 
time system that allows a user to submit financial card application data and accept a financial 
card offer from a participating financial institution as based on predefined applicant selection 
criteria. 

Description of Related Art 

Financial institutions interested in locating new customers for their financial cards 
(such as credit cards, debit cards, etc.) often rely on direct mailings. These institutions may 
review personal information regarding income, education, assets (e.g., home ownership), and 
credit histories before deciding to solicit certain potential customers. In addition, the 
institutions determine the terms of the financial card offer (e.g., credit limit, interest rate, 
yearly fee, etc.) which are known in the industry as the "federal boxes." Using detailed 
selection criteria (e.g., female college graduates who own homes and have incomes over 
$25,000.00) and offer terms, an institution may send financial card applications to potential 
customers. These direct mailings are very expensive given the number of recipients who 
actually respond. The number is generally believed to be less than two percent (2%). 
Furthermore, because of the lead time and intensive labor required for printing, assembling, 
and mailing the financial card application packages, an institution must determine the 
selection criteria and the financial card terms long before the packages are sent. For a given 

1 



direct mail campaign, once the process begins, there is little, if any, opportunity to change 
either the selection criteria or the terms. As a result, there is little opportunity to experiment 
or tune the process to find the most successful combinations of selection criteria and 
associated financial card terms. Even if the financial institution is willing to incur the costs 
5 associated with multiple direct mail campaigns, the target recipients may resent the repeated 
solicitations. 

In addition to the disadvantages of the process for financial institutions, potential 
customers are also inconvenienced. Those direct mail recipients who are not interested in the 
offers must sort the "junk mail" from their regular personal and business mail. Those 

10 recipients who are interested in the offers must complete the applications manually, mail 
them back to the financial institutions, wait for them to be processed, and then wait for the 
financial card to arrive in the mail. Furthermore, some interested customers simply may be 
missed because, for a variety of reasons, they never make it on a mailing list. Customers who 
decide to shop on their own for a new financial card may be required to make inquiries at a 

15 number of financial institutions, each of which must analyze the applicant's data to determine 
which, if any, card is appropriate for the applicant. This process is time-consuming because 
multiple telephone calls are needed and the same information must be repeated for each 
institution. Furthermore, the potential customer may need to take notes regarding each offer 
or wait for offer information in the mail in order to compare the offers. 

20 In general, the direct mail method makes it difficult for financial institutions and 

potential customers to connect. First, the application package may get lost in the mail or, if 
the intended recipient has moved, the application package may never reach the intended 
recipient. The inability to easily alter selection criteria and associated financial card term data 
may mean that would-be customers are excluded from the direct mail process. The lack of a 
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single source of financial card application information makes it difficult for potential 
customers to learn of or review their options. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
The present invention recognizes the limitations of using direct mailings for matching 
5 financial institutions and their card offerings with new customers. The present invention is a 
sophisticated computer system that allows users to peruse and accept financial card offers 
from financial institutions interested in locating new customers who meet specific selection 
criteria. The present invention — which may be accessed via the World Wide Web — prompts 
a user for pertinent information. Additional credit history data may be obtained using the 

10 personal and financial information provided by the user. A user may then be assigned a 
financial risk rating or grade/score based on the personal, financial, and credit history data 
provided to the system of the present invention. The financial risk rating may be used to 
locate financial card offers from financial institutions willing to extend offers to users with 
the specified rating. The user may then peruse the offers and accept an offer that meets his or 

15 her requirements. Following acceptance of an offer, the user's personal information is 
forwarded to the financial institution for processing and a financial card in accordance with 
accepted offer terms is sent to the user. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
20 Figure 1 is a diagrammatic representation of the primary components of the present 

invention; 

Figure 2 is a dataflow diagram for a preferred embodiment of the present invention; 
Figure 3 is a flow chart of the primary steps for obtaining data from financial 
institutions and other outside sources; and 
25 Figure 4 is a flow chart of the primary steps for processing an applicant transaction. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS) 
Preferably, the present invention — Financial Card Application Service (Card 
Service) — is an electronic financial card application system implemented using the Internet's 
5 World Wide Web (WWW) technology. Distributed systems technology and a client/server 
model are used to create an architecture that allows Internet and Online Service users to 
access the Card Service using the Uniform Resource Locator/Identifier addressing scheme of 
the WWW. The Card Service is assigned a unique identifier (e.g., www.FinancialCard.com) 
that users provide to establish a connection to the WWW site where servers that provide the 

10 features and functionality of the present invention are located. Once connected to the site, 
users interact with HyperText Markup Language (HTML) documents to provide application 
data (personal and financial information) and to review and accept card offers from financial 
institutions. Communications between participating entities of the Card Service are 
accomplished, in part, using the HyperText Transfer Protocol (HTTP) of the WWW. 

15 Because the Card Service is based on Internet/WWW technology, it may be accessed through 
a number of interfaces — for example, native Microsoft® Windows™ applications or hyper- 
text mark-up language (HTML)/Web browsers. 

Referring to Figure 1, a diagrammatic representation of the primary components of the 
present invention is shown. Preferably, users connect to the Card Service via the Internet 12. 

20 The Card Service is implemented as a site on the WWW accessible via a unique identifier 
(e.g., www.FinancialCard.com) Multiple user interfaces to the Card Service are 
implemented as different types of clients. Users may establish a direct connection to the Card 
Service via the Internet 12 by using a Web browser 10. Alternatively, they may establish a 
connection via an online service such as the CompuServe Information Service 14 and 

25 communicate with the Card Service using connection software such as the CompuServe 



Information Manager for Windows (WinCIM) 16. Methods for providing services via the 
Internet/WWW are well-known in the art and are not explained here. 

In accordance with the standard communication mechanisms of the Internet/WWW, 
the TCP/IP protocol suite is used for communications between the primary components of the 
present invention. As shown in Figure 1, packets in accordance with the TCP/IP protocol 
suite and destined for the Card Service are routed 18 to a Web Server 22 at the site for 
processing. Because security is a significant issue for online financial information systems, a 
Firewall 20 is established between the Router 18 and the Web Server 22. Transactions may 
then occur in a secure environment. 

The Web Server 22, in turn, communicates with the Card Service servers 24-34 that 
provide the features and functionality of the present invention. Initially, the servers 24-34 
may facilitate the retrieval and storage of information from participating financial institutions 
and credit bureaus. Preferably, the information is stored on database servers 36 with which 
the Card Service servers 24-34 interact to process transactions on behalf of users. When 
processing a transaction for a user interested in applying for a new financial card, the servers 
24-34 may obtain information from the user and process it with the financial institution data 
stored on the database servers 36 and credit bureau information stored remotely (e.g., at the 
credit bureau) to determine which card offers are appropriate for the user. The servers 24-34 
also may facilitate the user's review and acceptance of any offers. Finally, the servers 24-34 
may communicate the acceptance of offers to the participating financial institutions so the 
users may receive their new financial cards. 

The number of servers 24-34 in the system (including database servers 36) may be 
increased or decreased depending on the number of transactions processed during a given 
time period. Some servers may be dedicated to providing a particular type of service (e.g., 
obtaining information from participating financial institutions) while other servers may be set 



up to provide all types of services. In addition, all data may be stored in a single database on 
one or more database servers, or stored in multiple databases on one or more database servers. 
The configurations of the various servers may change to accommodate an increase or 
decrease in the number of transactions that are processed within a certain time frame. 
5 Because the present invention is based on Internet/WWW technology, it may be made 

accessible twenty-four (24) hours a day from around the world. Potential customers may 
shop for a new card at their own convenience. Because potential customers are located 
through electronic means, financial institutions may reach them even if their mailing 
addresses or physical locations change frequently. In addition, the accessibility allows 

10 financial institutions to join the service at any time. Furthermore, financial institutions may 
upload to the databases selection criteria and financial card term data as needed. 

Referring to Figure 2, a dataflow diagram for a preferred embodiment of the present 
invention is shown. Servers running application programs that provide the features and 
functionality of the present invention facilitate communication between potential financial 

15 card customers and participating financial institutions, interested in locating new customers. 
The process begins when a user (applicant) completes an application 40 by providing 
personal and financial information (application data) 42. The application data may include 
the applicant's name, telephone number, home address, e-mail address, income, other assets 
and liabilities, bank account numbers, etc. The servers at the Web/online site 44 prompt the 

20 applicant for the required information and then process it. 

A "grading system" process 48 may be employed which uses the application data, as 
well as other data, as input to determine which financial card offers may be presented to the 
applicant. Preferably, the grading system assigns a grade/score to the applicant by using the 
application data and other information such as credit bureau data to derive a letter grade and a 

25 numerical score (e.g., A-760). The assigned grade/score may then be used to search each 



participating financial institution's selection criteria 50 to locate the offers that may be 
presented to the applicant. Preferably, a financial institution's selection criteria are organized 
in a matrix that associates financial card term data with a minimum grade/score combination. 
For example, a bank may have the following selection matrix. 



Grade 


Score 


Offer 

(Financial Card Term Data) 


A 


700 and above 


Otter 1- no annual tee, o.y/o ArK ior o 
months, afterwards APR goes to 12% 
fixed, no cash advance fees or 
minimum finance charges 


B 


780 and above 


Offer 2 - no annual fee, 12.9% APR for 
6 months, afterwards APR goes to 15% 
fixed, no cash advance fees or 
minimum charges 


all others 




no offer 



5 

If an applicant's assigned grade/score is A-701, Offer 1 is presented is this example. 
If the applicant's assigned grade/score is A-699, he or she will not receive an offer from this 
particular financial institution. The process is repeated for each participating financial 
institution. The applicant is then presented with offers appropriate for the assigned 

10 grade/score. The presentation of offers from participating financial institutions is, preferably, 
done in real-time on the applicant's computer display. 

The grade/score assigned to the applicant by the grading system may be viewed as a 
financial risk rating. It takes into account various criteria and factors to determine whether a 
particular applicant should be extended an offer and if so, what the terms of the offer should 

15 be. For example, a financial institution may decide to offer a credit card with a low interest 
rate and a high credit limit to an applicant perceived to be a low risk (i.e., has a low financial 
risk rating.) Alternatively, a financial institution may decide to offer a credit card with a high 
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interest rate and a low credit limit to an applicant perceived to be a high risk (i.e., has a high 
financial risk rating.) 

The applicant may peruse, via the computer display, the "federal box" and other 
details of each of the offers to find the one that is most attractive (e.g., has the most favorable 
5 terms). If the applicant accepts one of the offers, the application data for the applicant is 
forwarded to the financial institution that made the accepted offer. The financial institution 
then processes the application and makes arrangements to send the financial card to the 
applicant. 

Referring to Figure 3, a flow chart of the primary steps for obtaining data from 
10 financial institutions and other outside sources is shown. Some information may be stored 
remotely and accessed as needed (e.g., credit bureau data) while other data (e.g., participating 
financial institution data, financial card term data) may be stored locally to improve 
performance of the system. In the first step 60, participating financial institutions provide 
contact and other information that may be needed to complete a transaction using the present 
15 invention (participating financial institution data.) For example, information for forwarding 
accepted offers may be stored for later retrieval. In the next step 62, selection criteria for each 
participating financial institution is obtained. In the next step 64, the terms of the financial 
card offers for the acceptable grade/score combinations are specified (financial card term 
data). Preferably, the selection criteria and financial card term data are organized in a matrix 
20 as described above. Different financial card terms may be specified for each grade/score 
combination for which the financial institution is willing to make an offer. Finally, in step 
66, information from credit bureaus and other third party sources may be retrieved and stored. 
Preferably, the stored information is access or contact information that may be used to obtain 
up-to-date credit bureau data directly while a transaction is being processed. Using this 
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approach, the most current credit bureau data may be used in determining a rating for an 
applicant. 

In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, financial institutions are permitted 
to update their selection criteria and financial card term data frequently. The modified data 
5 may be uploaded as needed to the databases that support the transaction processing. A 
financial institution may be able to increase the likelihood its offers are accepted by changing 
the selection criteria (i.e., financial risk rating) and associated term data. For example, an 
institution may decide to lower the score associated with a particular grade so that more 
applicants may be presented with a particular offer. An institution may also decide to add 
410 offers for other grade/score combinations. 

fij The ability to alter online financial risk ratings and associated financial card term data 

si in a substantially continuous, real time manner — a unique aspect of the present invention — 
^ results in substantial benefits to both financial institutions and financial card customers that 
S direct mail and other forms of offers do not provide due to their static nature. Financial 
£25 institutions may adapt the selection criteria as needed in accordance with the perceived needs 
|i of potential customers. In addition, the flexibility of the present invention (i.e., the ability to 
electronically compose and present offers) allows financial institutions to change the terms of 
offers or to increase the number of offers with different terms. Consequently, potential 
customers are more likely to find a financial card appropriate for their circumstances (e.g., 
20 because the grade/score associated with particular term data has changed, or because the term 
data associated with a particular grade/score has changed, or because new grade/score and 
term data pairs have been defined.) Using the present invention, customers, who one day are 
unable to locate a financial card that meets their needs, may, the next day, find one that meets 
their needs. Consequently, both the customer who accepts the financial card offer and the 
25 financial institution that sponsors the offer benefit. 



Referring to Figure 4, a flow chart of the primary steps for processing a user 
(applicant) transaction is shown. In the first step 70, the applicant is prompted for application 
data. Using the application data, the applicant's credit history data are located and retrieved 
for processing 72. Next 74, a grade/score is calculated and assigned to the applicant. The 
5 grade/score is calculated using the application data and credit history data obtained directly 
from the credit bureau in real-time. The selection criteria as embodied in each financial 
institution's selection matrix is reviewed to locate the financial card offers appropriate for the 
applicant 76. Each offer is then presented to the applicant for his or her review 78. Offers 
may be presented in a variety of formats. For example, a summary of each offer may be 

10 presented in the form of a menu from which the applicant may make a selection to review 
details of the offer. Alternatively, each offer may be presented in a series of single computer 
screen displays. If the applicant accepts an offer 80, the application data is recorded and 
forwarded to the financial institution sponsoring the offer 82. Otherwise, offers are presented 
to the applicant 78 until there are no additional offers to present 84 or the applicant quits 86. 

15 The present invention offers substantial benefits to financial institutions and potential 

financial card customers. Using the present invention, financial institutions may easily alter 
selection criteria and associated financial card term data as well as increase the types of offers 
in order to locate new customers. Significant cost savings may be realized by use of the 
electronic means of the present invention, rather than direct mailings, to present financial card 

20 offers. Financial institutions and potential customers are more likely to connect with one 
another using the present invention because customers are not required to be in any particular 
physical location in order to receive an offer. Furthermore, they may review, at their own 
convenience, a variety of options from a variety of institutions via a single access point thus 
reducing the amount of time required to shop for a new card. 
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The present invention has been described with reference to preferred embodiments 
thereof. Various changes in form and details may be made without departing from the scope 
and spirit of the present invention. 
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An electronic method for applying for a financial card, comprising: 

(a) Storing financial card data for participating financial institutions; 

(b) Providing ratings associated with said financial card term data; 
5 (c) Prompting an applicant for application data; 

(d) Analyzing said application data provided by said applicant; 

(e) Assigning a rating to said applicant based on said analyzing; 

(f) Locating financial card offers by comparing said rating with said stored 
financial card data for participating financial institutions; and 

10 (g) Presenting said financial card offers to said applicant. 

2. The method of claim 1 further comprising sending said applicant a financial card in 
accordance with an accepted financial card offer. 

3. The method of claim 1 wherein said rating is a financial risk rating. 

4. The method of claim 1 wherein said participating financial institutions may modify 
1 5 said financial card data. 

5. The method of claim 4 further comprising the step of uploading said modified 
financial card data. 

A method for presenting electronic financial card offers on a public network 
comprising: 

20 (a) creating a public network, said site associated with an identifier for 

accessing said site; 

(b) defining terms for financial cards; 

(c) associating ratings with said financial card terms; 

(d) providing a rating for a financial card applicant accessing said site using 
25 said identifier; 
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(e) locating offers to present to said financial card applicant, said offers 
located by comparing said financial card applicant rating with said ratings associated 
with said financial card terms; and 

(f) presenting said offers to said financial card applicant. 

7. The method of claim 6 further comprising sending information regarding said 
applicant to a participating financial institution sponsoring said offer accepted by said 
applicant. 

8. The method of claim 6 further comprising sending to said applicant a financial card in 
accordance with an offer accepted by said applicant. 

A financial card application system accessible via a public computer network 
comprising: 

a public computer network site with at least one server for communicating 
with a financial card applicant; 

at least one database for storing financial card data, said financial card data 
provided by participating financial institutions; 

at least one device adapted to access data from third party sources; 

application data concerning said financial card applicant; 

a rating for said financial card applicant, said rating determined in accordance 
with said application data and data from said third party sources; 

financial card offer for said applicant, said offer located by comparing said 
financial card applicant rating with said financial card data; and 
a display presenting said financial card offer to said applicant. 
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ABSTRACT OF THE DISCLOSURE 
A system is disclosed for presenting financial card (e.g., credit card, debit card) offers 
to potential customers. Financial card applicant selection criteria and financial card term data 
are provided by participating financial institutions. An applicant interested in applying for a 
new financial card accesses the system via the Internet/World Wide Web. The applicant 
provides personal and financial data that are then analyzed in conjunction with data from 
outside sources (such as credit bureaus) to determine a financial risk rating for the applicant. 
The rating is used to locate financial card offers appropriate for the applicant. The applicant 
then peruses the offers and chooses one that meets his or her personal selection criteria. The 
applicant's data is then forwarded for processing to the participating financial institution that 
made the selected offer. 
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